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Depositions for coroners' inquests on 377 deaths, nearly all ofthem homicides, were reviewed and analyzed
for reported causes and circumstances of death. The role of coroner and surgeon and the emergence of the
medicolegal autopsy are considered.
The records of British coroners' inquests of past centuries offer much useful
information for the social history of medicine. Here are set down the details offatal
accidents, deaths under suspicious circumstances, unexplained sudden deaths, sui-
cides, homicides, and deaths in prison. From the depositions, summarized in written
form, of witnesses and from the inquisition itself, an official report signed by the
coroner and his jury, the reader can learn the time, place, and circumstances of a
death, the name of the person, if any, who was responsible for it, and the crime
committed if crime there was. Perusal of a series of well documented inquests
discloses much more. Occupations, livingand workingconditions, medical care or its
lack, social attitudes, concern for, or neglect of, children, the aged, the poor,
apprentices, laborers, prisoners, all are revealed, directly orindirectly, until a surpris-
ingly vivid impression of the time has emerge.d. But one is not left with impressions
alone; the hard facts can be categorized and analyzed to yield firm and valid
generalizations. Curiously enough, more is known about British inquests and inquisi-
tions of the medieval period [1] than about those of later date. Published analyses of
London inquisitions of the sixteenth through early nineteenth centuries are few in
number [2-5].
In the archives of the Corporation of London Records Office and the Greater
London Record Office is a series of depositions made at coroners' inquests on the
deaths of 377 persons who died in the City of London or elsewhere in the County of
Middlesex between 1673 and 1782.1 For a few of these cases the inquisition itselfis
also present. The depositions, handwritten on large sheets of parchment, were
scattered among the General Sessions Papers for Middlesex, which explains why all
but half a dozen of the deaths involved in the present series were or appear to have
been homicides. The Courts of General Session sat to try criminal cases. When a
coroner's jury rendered a verdict of homicidal death, the latter nearly always consti-
tuting a felony, the individual held responsible for the death when apprehended was
detained for trial by a Court of General Sessions. The depositions and inquisition
from the inquest were delivered to the Court. Since Table 1 shows that the annual
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TABLE 1
nquests by Years
Year Males Females Autopsies
1751 2
1752 2
1754 2
1755 5
1756 3
1757 2
1758 1
1759 3
1760 8
1761 14
1762 7
1763 9
1764 9
1765 6
1766 4
1767 6
1768 16
1769 12
1770 8
1771 10
1772 5
1773 10
1774 3
1775 1 1
1776 7
1777 9
1778 9
1779 5
1780 3
1781 1
1782 1
TOTAL 261
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numbers of inquests for which depositions have survived until the present range from
none for some years to 21 for 1768, it appears that similar documents pertaining to
many other homicides in London and Middlesex that were investigated by coroners
must not have survived at all. Hence the 377 available cases should be regarded as no
more than a large sample.
The inquests were held in the parish where death occurred. The coroner's court met
infrequently in a workhouse and usually in a public house.2 The reason for this
presumably was that in most parishes the only rooms large enough to accommodate
the court were in such establishments or were the vestry rooms ofchurches [2]. Tables
2 and 3 indicate the distribution of inquests by parish or other administrative unit.
Inquests were particularly numerous in the Parish ofSt. Mary Whitechapel (Table 3)
because this was the location of the London Hospital.
For many of the inquests in the present series the verdicts of coroners' juries are
missing. In 18 additional cases it is recorded only that the persons held responsible
2"The Coroner frequents more public-houses than any man alive. The smell of sawdust, beer, tobacco-smoke, and
spirits, is inseparable in his vocation from death in its most awful shapes" [6].
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TABLE 2
Inquests by Parishes, Etc.: City of London
City
Allhallows Barking
Allhallows Bread St.
Allhallows the Great
Allhallows London Wall
Allhallows Staining
Christchurch
Liberty of the Tower
[Not identified]
St. Andrew by the Wardrobe
St. Andrew Holborn
St. Andrew Hubbard
St. Ann Blackfriars
St. Bartholomew the Great
St. Bartholomew the Less
St. Benet Pauls Wharf
St. Botolph Aldersgate
St. Botolph Aldgate
St. Botolph Bishopsgate
St. Bride
St. Christopher
St. Dunstan in the East
St. Dunstan in the West
St. Giles Cripplegate
6
I
30
I
13
2
9
4
8
5
8
3
5
73
St. Helen Bishopsgate
St. James Dukes Place
St. John the Evangelist
St. Katherine Creechurch
St. Lawrence Cripplegate
St. Magnus the Martyr
St. Margaret Fish St.
St. Margaret Lothbury
St. Martin Ludgate
St. Martin Outwich
St. Mary le Bow
St. Mary Somerset
St. Michael Cornhill
St. Michael Queenhithe
St. Mildred Poultry
St. Olave [Bridge Ward]
St. Olave Silver St.
St. Sepulchre
St. Stephen Coleman St.
St. Swithin
Trinity
TABLE 3
Inquests by Parishes, Etc.: County of Middlesex
Acton
Bloomsbury
Chelsea
Chiswick
Edmonton
Fulham
Great Ealing
Hampstead
Harmondsworth
Heston
Islington
Kensington
Liberty of the Savoy
Mile End Old Town
Newington
Northolt
[Not identified]
Paddington
Precinct of St. Katherine
St. Anne Soho
St. Catherine
St. Clement Danes
St. Dunstan in the West
2
2
2
2
l
I
2
3
3
4
2
St. Dunstan Stepney
St. George Bloomsbury
St. George Hanover Square
St. Giles in the Fields
St. James Clerkenwell
St. John the Evangelist
St. John Wapping
St. Leonard Shoreditch
St. Luke Oldstreet
St. Margaret
St. Martin in the Fields
St. Marylebone
St. Mary Whitechapel
St. Matthew Bethnal Green
St. Pancras
St. Paul Covent Garden
St. Paul Shadwell
South Mims
Stanwell
Verge of Palace of Whitehall
for the fatalities were later acquitted by a trial court; we do not know whether these
individuals had been charged by the coroner with manslaughter or murder. The
outcome of the remaining 213 inquests is known (Table 4).3 It should be explained
3The legal charge, if any, brought by a coroner's jury (Table 4) is to be distinguished from the cause of death as
determined by a jury (Table 5).
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TABLE 4
Verdicts in 213 Inquests
Verdict of Trial Court
Coroner's
Jury Charge. Verdict Sentence
Manslaughter Not recorded Not recorded 20
Manslaughter Manslaughter Not recorded 13
Manslaughter Manslaughter Not guilty 11
Manslaughter Manslaughter Guilty 4 not recorded
Manslaughter Manslaughter Guilty 18 branding
Manslaughter Manslaughter Guilty I prison
Manslaughter Manslaughter Guilty 12 both 35
Manslaughter Murder Not recorded I
80
Murder Not recorded Not recorded 56
Murder Manslaughter Not guilty I
Murder Manslaughter Guilty Not recorded 4
Murder Murder Died before trial I
Murder Murder Not recorded 2
Murder Murder Not guilty 21
Murder Murder Guilty Hanging 29
Murder Murder Guilty Hanging; respited 6
Murder Murder Guilty Hanging; commuted 2
122
Not recorded Not recorded Committal as maniac 2
Petty treason Petty treason Not guilty I
Accident 6
Natural death 2
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that the punishment for manslaughter was branding in the hand, orimprisonment, or
both. Prison terms were for one to twelve, most commonly for three, months. Six
persons sentenced to be hanged were respited, that is, execution was temporarily
delayed. In 1769 two men found guilty of the same murder had their sentences
commuted to transportation to America, presumably for life. Recognition of the
dangerous mental illness of one murderer in 1756 and ofanother in 1769 resulted in
their indefinite committal to prison.
Petty treason was an unusual charge. In March 1776 a woman allegedly poisoned
her husband and two other people with a cake that she had made. Autopsies revealed
signs of inflammation and gangrene in the stomachs and intestines of the victims. It
was the opinion of the surgeons who made the postmortem examination4 that "some
matter of a Corrosive Quality" had been ingested and had caused death. The woman
was charged with petty treason against her husband for bringing about his death and
with the murder of the other two persons, but she was acquitted.
In six instances coroners' juries actually recorded verdicts of accidental death. A
good many other fatalities may well have been accidents, although such was not the
decision of the jury. A woman drowned accidentally in 1673 when a wherry with
several passengers upset in the Thames. Another woman was fatally crushed between
two wagons in 1674. Two years later three bales ofcloth being lowered by crane into
a customs house boat slipped from the hook by "carelessness and negligence" and fell
4The terms autopsy and postmortem do not appear in the documents ofthis series. Instead, depositions state that
"the body was opened" or "the head was opened."LONDON INQUESTS, 1673-1782
on a laborer, causing a compound fracture of his leg. He died after nine days.5 In
other mishaps a girl (1677) and a drunken man (1780) fell from windows. An
accidental shooting and the bursting of a defective gun, both in 1678, caused two
fatalities. Deaths of an infant in a fit in 1762 and of one adult from a hemorrhage in
1766 and of another from inflammation of the lungs in 1777 were ascribed to natural
causes.
The deaths of 61 other babies, 53 of them newborn, were investigated at inquest.
Infanticide is believed to have been not uncommon in England in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries [7,8]. Some of the infant deaths in the present series clearly were
caused deliberately (Table 5), and it is obvious from the depositions ofwitnesses that
infanticide was strongly suspected in additional deaths which officially went unex-
plained. Poverty, greed, ignorance, and prejudice against illegitimacy combined to
threaten the lives of many an unwanted baby. A vicious law of James I, not repealed
until 1803, subjected an unmarried mother to the death penalty for murder if the
abandoned body of her newborn child was found and no one could prove that it had
been stillborn [8,9]. At least 35 of the mothers of the 53 newborn babies that came to
inquest were not married. In 16 other cases the marital status of the mother was not
recorded.6 Over and over again depositions in the present series tell of an unmarried
servant girl's efforts, sometimes successful, to conceal her pregnancy from her
mistress and other members of the household. Finally the baby would be delivered in
secret. Later the inescapable signs of childbirth would be noticed and the small body
would be found, most often in a privy but occasionally in a bundle hidden in a chest
or cupboard or abandoned in the street. Then the wretched mother was usually
discovered.
. . . this Informant not being satisfyed, further urg'd her and at last she
confess'd shee had beene Wth Childe 12 weekes; but that she sawe no Childe,
but this Inform't persisting in asking of her, shee cry'd still No; all that day
till the next day: and then confess'd it was in a box in her Chamber [Oct.
1676].
The father of an illegitimate child was seldom named in the records.
Examination of the infant's corpse by members of the household, a midwife, or an
apothecary or medical man sometimes disclosed signs ofinjury that led or helped to
lead to a coroner's verdict of death by strangulation or other violence (Table 5). In
the deaths of the 53 newborn babies, the person held responsible was identified in 24
cases; invariably it was the mother. However, the circumstances ofmany deaths were
uncertain and thejury was unable (or unwilling?) to state positively that the baby had
been born alive.7 For example, failure to tie the "navel string" could signify deliberate
negligence resulting in a fatal hemorrhage-unless the infant had been stillborn. A
skull fracture could have occurred before, or after, death. Autopsies of sorts were
performed on 15 of the 31 newborn babies dying for unexplained reasons. Signs of
internal injury were searched for. Frequently the lungs or parts ofthem were removed
sIn such a case the bales under the law constituted a deodand, an object which had "moved to the death" of an
individual in a nonfelonious accident. The object or its equivalent in money were forfeit to the Crown. In this
accident the deodand was set at £8 sterling.
6In a study of 60 prosecutions for infanticide at the Essex assizes in 1601-1665, Wrightson [8] found that 53 ofthe 62
victims, including two sets of twins, were reported to be illegitimate. Fifty-nine of the persons charged with murder
were mothers of the babies.
'The alleged cause of death, a necessary preliminary to a charge of murder, had been established in all 60 of
Wrightson's cases. Methods of infanticide in descending order of frequency were strangulation, exposure, blows,
suffocation, drowning, and burning.
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TABLE 5
Causes of Death as Determined at Inquest
Infants
Unexplained (newborn) 31 Blow of stick, club 28
Suffocation 9 Other blows 27
Strangled 7 Fall during assault 23
Cutting 5 Vehicle 19
Unexplained (older infants) 4 Unexplained violence 16
Drowning 3 Multiple violence 7
Defenestration I Thrown blunt object 7
Natural death I Poison 5
Rape I Drowning 4
62 Natural death 3
Strangling 3
Children, Adults Accidental fall 2
Blow of fist, kick 57 Horse 2
Stabbing, cutting (except sword) 45 Burns I
Firearm, cannon 34 Defenestration I
Stabbing, cutting (sword) 30 Falling object _
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and immersed in water to see ifthey would "swim"; ifso, it was often considered that
the baby had respired after birth and hence had been born alive. The history ofthis
flotation test is too lengthy to recount here; however, it is significant that as early as
1761 Morgagni [10] had pointed out various sources of error. For example, in the
present series an autopsy report of 1770 on the body of a newborn baby not
discovered until three or four weeks after delivery states that the surgeon had not
even attempted to float the lungs, since "they had thro' putrefaction Generated Air
that they would equally have floated on Water as ifthe Child had Lived for some time
so that such an Experiment could have been of no use." Another medical man
deposed in this case that he "doth not apprehend that the sd Experiment is infallable,"
and a third stated that "There is no Unerring Method to form an Opinion whether or
not the Child was born alive."
Newborn babies died by suffocation in privies, closed boxes, and so on. In all but
two cases of infant death by suffocation or strangulation the mother was held
responsible, and all but one of these mothers were charged with murder. In the
remaining case the verdict of the coroner's jury was not recorded.
Of the four infants, aged four weeks to four years, whose deaths were officially
unexplained, it seems likely from the evidence that two were what would now be
called "battered children." Of the three babies who were drowned, one was newborn
and the others were about 18 months old. The women responsible for the latter two
cases were thought to be mentally disturbed; one was acquitted and the other, sen-
tenced to be hanged, was respited. A mother who cut her baby's throat "did not ...
appear to Dept [deponent] to have her senses." She was found not guilty.
Table 5 is largely explanatory of the official causes of death of older children and
adults, but some of the fatalities require special comment. Blows with fists and kicks,
usually in fights, were the most common single cause ofdeath. Eight ofthe fights were
by pre-arrangement after a quarrel, the opponents stripped to the waist and sur-
rounded by onlookers-"a trial of manhood" was a typical description.
Weapons of various sorts of course were used in many homicides. Swords and
hangers caused 30 fatalities; knives of several kinds, 29; scissors, 3; pitchforks, 2; a
skewer, a stock and bit, and chisel, 1 each. The cutting instrument was not identifiedLONDON INQUESTS, 1673-1782
in eight cases. Most of the assaults seem to have resulted from sudden outbursts of
anger; whatever weapon was at hand was used. Three duels were fought with swords.
A young man stabbed his father with a shoemaker's knife as the latter was
beating his common law wife, mother of the youth (July 1756).
Several men were drinking in an alehouse and "there arising some dis-
course in relation to ye King and the Government which appeared very
reflecting (insulting), a quarrel developed (May 1692). A sword wound was
fatal to one of the participants.
After a performance at the King's Playhouse in Drury Lane, a captain and
a baronet left with a lady to drink wine at the Rose Tavern in Covent
Garden. On the way, a third man insulted them and a duel was arranged for
the next day. Then all three moved on to drain a glass together. However, at
the tavern the third man suddenly plunged his sword into the baronet.
Dying, the victim remarked that he did not know his attacker "but he hoped
he was a Gent that gave itt him" (Nov. 1700).
A cutlass wound received in an altercation in May 1760 caused a fatal
infection. William Hunter, distinguished anatomist and physician, helped to
perform the autopsy and submitted a report in his own hand to the inquest
[11].
Guns and a cannon caused 34 deaths. Several persons were shot in incidents
involving self defense or the protection of property from thieves. Others died in
accidents, real or alleged, involving firearms.
Two young men, allegedly without malice, fired a pistol into the passage of
a house. A baby in its mother's arms was fatally injured (Nov. 1772).
The gun of a man hunting birds was discharged accidentally, fatally
wounding a second hunter (Feb. 1778).
A faulty brass artillery piece burst; a fragment struck a bystander (Sept.
1678).
Just as a small cannon was discharged on 5 November, Guy Fawkes' Day,
a man stepped in front of it (1778).
Two men were killed by pistol bullets in unrelated duels within a space of three
days in February 1764. Firearms were used in at least a dozen murders, not including
the deaths taking place during the public disturbances to be reported below. Some of
these homicides occurred during quarrels, others in the course of armed robberies,
and at least one in a crowded street. The play had just ended at Covent Garden
Theatre at about 11:30 on the night of 7 April 1779. A parish watchman was at his
stand in the street, looking for pickpockets at work among members ofthe audience
waiting for their coaches. He noticed an attractive woman, thirty-four-year old
Martha Ray, a talented singer who had been for some years the mistress ofthe Earl of
Sandwich. Suddenly a man in black who had been following her fired a pistol at her
head. In the next moment he shot himself with a second pistol. The woman was
carried into the Shakespeare Head Tavern close by. Surgeons were called, but she
was dead. The murderer was James Hackman, twenty-six, previously a lieutenant in
the army and now a clergyman. Martha Ray had repeatedly refused to marry him.
Hackman survived to be hanged. James Boswell attended his trial and accompanied
him to Tyburn [12].
As indicated in Table 5, fifty-five people died from blows inflicted by others with
sticks, clubs, and the like. At least 45 of these victims succumbed to head wounds.
213The remainder suffered ruptures of organs and other, undisclosed internal injuries.
The assailants were charged with manslaughter or murder.
The outcome of a number of altercations was fatal not directly because ofa blow
struck by the hand of an attacker but because the victim fell and then received a
mortal injury, most often to his or her head.
An intruder in a hemp loft was pushed by the foreman. The intruder
staggered back, struck his head on the open door frame ofthe loft, and fell
seven feet to the ground. An autopsy two days after death was abandoned
because the body was decomposed. Unresolved was the question whether
death resulted from the initial head injury or from the fall (Sept. 1755).
Two men were sparring in fun when one fell, cutting his head on oyster
shells. A fatal infection ensued (Sept. 1777).
A drunken coachman was thrown to the floor in a tavern by the landlady.
He struck his head (May 1778).
Two women quarrelled in the street over a coin. One pushed the other,
who fell, broke her leg, and died six days later (June 1778).
A drunken man threatened a constable in a watchhouse. The constable
pushed the prisoner, who fell backward over a bench, probably injuring his
urinary tract, as he "passed bloody water" before he died (July 1779).
It is worthy of note that in at least 15 of the 23 falls resulting from an assault, the
victim was intoxicated.
Two fatal falls, both from garret windows, were judged to be accidental.
Vehicles were responsible for 19 deaths and horses for two more. The victims
ranged from a thirteen-month-old baby crawling untended by a street curb to a half
blind man of 80 being helped across the road by his wife. At least five ofthose killed
were children. Many accidents involved rapidly moving coaches, wagons, or drays.
Although in general deodands were seldom mentioned, it is of interest that large
deodands were decided on in two ofthe vehicular deaths, perhaps as a punitive move
by the coroners'juries. In one case a horse was valued at £14; in the other, deodands
were 20s. for the dray, 20s. for its load ofthree barrels of small bear, and £4 for the
horse. Coroners' juries brought in six charges of manslaughter and four of murder.
Seven deaths resulted from multiple violence, e.g., assault by a mob (May 1771)
and fatal beatings of apprentices (see below).
In 16 cases the cause of death is unclear, usually because it was not actually
recorded, or because a body was found with unexplained injuries, or because
combinations of trauma and illness apparently caused death.
In October 1717 a man was found dead in the street with a large wound on the back
of his head.
But whether he recd it by a blow or by an Accidentall fall there is no
Evidence and by reason it might be by a blow I have thought fitt to Adjourn
the Jury without giving their Verdict at this tyme in order to make a further
Enquiry.
A prisoner in the Bridewell died at the end of March 1766 of mortification
(gangrene) of the legs. It was charged that the keeper had beaten him once with a
whip and another time with a bunch of keys but had not allowed him to go to the
prison sick ward; some prisoners confirmed and some denied these charges. It was
deposed that the deceased may have been "foolish ... defective in his understanding."
He had been "confined in the Dark Ward," chained to the floor. There was some
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indication that the mortification of his legs was caused by irons worn "in the dark
Hole." However, the keeper was acquitted.
Thrown blunt objects that caused death, always from head injuries, included
stones, a brickbat, a bowling ball, a flat iron, and an iron pot.
In addition to the case ofmultiple poisoning already described, a woman died from
ingestion of white arsenic (May 1770) and a man from swallowing an overdose of
jalap, a purgative drug, in milk (March 1752).
Ofthe four drownings, three were caused deliberately (June 1773, July 1776, Sept.
1780) and one was accidental (Dec. 1673). Three persons died by strangulation (July,
1760, Sept. 1769, Aug. 1779), one from burns (May 1778), and one by being thrown
from a window (Aug. 1701). All these deaths appeared to be homicidal.
Three verdicts of natural death were returned by juries. In each case the cir-
cumstances were highly suspicious, and one can understand why inquests were
conducted.
A man died in convulsions. One doctor said that death was due to
consumption; another reported several symptoms of poisoning. By the time
that the coroner ordered an autopsy, decomposition had rendered the body
useless (April 1762).
The remains of a newborn baby were found in a firkin of bloody water
under the expiring mother's bed. The jury decided that the baby had been
murdered and that the mother had died of"flooding," as her body showed no
signs of violence or poison (Nov. 1766).
A man, stabbed in the side with a sword blade during a drunken quarrel,
died two weeks later in a fever. Autopsy confirmed that the chest wall had
not been penetrated. The lungs and liver were diseased and the pleura was
inflamed. Death was ascribed to "Inflamation upon the Lungs and not
otherwise" (Jan. 1777).
The coroners who presided at City inquests were Thomas Beach, 39 cases; George
Rivers, 39; John Robotham, 27; John King, 10; John Browne, 8; Edward Umfreville,
author of a well known manual for coroners [13], 5; Edward Smith, 4; K. Jackson, 3;
George Grew, 2; Thomas Phillips, 2; Edward Farnham, 1. Some county inquests
were also conducted by Umfreville, 84; Jackson, 1; Grew, 9; Phillips, 68. Additional
coroners for county inquests were Thomas Prickard, 42; John Heary, 6; John
Burton, 1; H. Parsons, 1. The coroners responsi'ble for 25 other City and County
inquests were not named.
Depositions at a number of inquests held between 1760and 1778 make mention of
Sir John Fielding (d. 1780), the famous Bow Street magistrate. Halfbrother ofHenry
Fielding the novelist, Sir John was blind. His large, semilegible signature attesting to
several depositions is distinctive [11]. Sir John seems to have been a controversial
figure, but there is little doubt of his energy and ability.
On the dark and rainy night of 30 March 1767 four men, one of them a sheriff's
officer, were returning to London in a hackney coach. Near Highgate four Irish
footpads stopped the coachman at gunpoint "or they w.d-blow his Brains out." A
passenger rashly "damn'd them and S.d he w.d not be robb'd bythem and put his head
out of the Coach and he was instantly shot dead by One of the Footpads." The
sheriff's officer, attempting to get down, was knocked senseless with a pistol butt.
After the victims had been robbed, they were allowed to escape.
An inquest was held on the death ofthe passenger. Attached to the depositions is
the confession of one of the robbers, aged 22, before Fielding. He and the others, all
215former sailors, had committed a series ofholdups on the highway. Several ofthe men
were later caught and at least one was hanged.
Toward the end of January 1773 Sir John made his regular Saturday afternoon
visit to a friend, a Dr. Dominiceti, in Chelsea. About 6 P.M. Fielding's clerk, Nicholas
Bond, dispatched a coach to take the magistrate home from Chelsea to his house in
Brompton. Because there had been several robberies in the area that week, Bond sent
four of Fielding's men in the coach as armed guards. Near Kings Road the vehicle.
was indeed stopped by three footpads; "'Your Money, Gentlemen,"' was the courte-
ous command. A guard immediately shot one of the highwaymen. The others were
pursued unsuccessfully by Fielding's men and the coachman. The wounded robber,
shot over the left eye, was attended by a surgeon. The pistol ball was found to have
fractured the skull, which was trepanned the same night. The surgeon reported
that the Dura Mater was detached from the Skull and the Vessels of the pia
Mater ruptured, that in consequence thereof an Inflammation followed, and
that part of the Brain called the Cerebrum formed an Abscess and suppu-
rated. Says that he attended the Deced to the time of his Death, which
happened on the 27th day of February last and Dep.t says that the wound
above mentioned was the cause of the Deced's death.
Public disturbances, common in eighteenth century England [14], sometimes took
a toll of lives. On 4 July 1691 the Sheriffs of London commanded a number of
citizens "to assist them in the suppressing of a great Ryott that was then raised in the
White ffryers." One ofthe deputies was shot by a rioter with a blunderbuss. Similarly,
in May 1768 a mob formed following a disturbance at the Kings Bench Prison. After
the Riot Act had been read, soldiers fired into the crowd. A bystander who was shot
later died.
A month earlier there had been a more serious riot by coalheavers, men who
unloaded coal from the holds of ships on the Thames by heaving it with shovels from
one stage to the next until the heavy fuel reached the deck, there to be metered
(weighed) and loaded into sacks. Hundreds of men were employed, none too regu-
larly, at this work. Labor troubles developed over the workers' demands for an
increase in pay and over competing efforts of two groups of coal agents, known as
'undertakers,' who hired and housed the laborers in the pubs that many of the
undertakers operated [14]. About midnight on Saturday, 16 April, an armed crowd
of coalheavers gathered outside the public house of one John Green, a prominent
undertaker, breaking windows and threatening his life. His tavern was in the Parish
of St. Paul Shadwell, fronting on the area of the Thames where many barges were
unloaded.
On the following Wednesday evening, 20 April, a mob of coalheavers variously
estimated to number from forty to a hundred returned to the attack on Green's house
and tavern, armed with muskets, pistols, cutlasses, a hatchet, and clubs; "they
shouted Wilkes [John Wilkes, 1727-1797, political agitator] and Liberty and put
your Lights up." Green, forewarned, had closed and bolted his doors and shutters.
He and his servants took up positions with muskets and a blunderbuss at upper
windows and on the roof. Firing broke out both from the mob and the defenders.
Sporadic shooting continued until about ten the next morning, when the military
arrived. By that time a shoemaker, apparently an innocent bystander, a coalheaver,
and a soldier in uniform who hadjoined the coalheavers the night before had all been
fatally injured, and several other persons had been hurt. As a result of the ensuing
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inquests, Green and a lodger in his house were indicted for murder in the deaths of
two of the men. Seven of the rioters later were hanged for their part in the distur-
bance [15].
On 24 May of the same year, according to a deposition before Sir John Fielding, a
24-year-old ship's apprentice and other seamen were attacked by a gang ofcoalheav-
ers. The apprentice died of his injuries on 2 June. One of his assailants was said to
have been a ringleader in the April riots. Evidence was presented at the inquest that
all three episodes involved members of a secret society of coalheavers, sworn to help
each other.
Other public disturbances that year and the next again produced work for the
coroners' courts. On election day, 8 December 1768, in Brentford, County of Middle-
sex, a crowd of voters stood by the hustings to listen to a Parliamentary candidate,
Mr. Sergeant Glynn. All was peaceful until a little after two P.M. when suddenly, on a
signal, a riot broke out. Clubs and sticks swung and people went down. "On this,
great numbers of freeholders were hurt in trying to get away, others came home
directly, and the remainder of the day was a scene of confusion." Nonetheless, Mr.
Glynn was elected by a sizeable majority [15]. One ofthose hurt, George Clarke, died
a few days later from a head injury. At the inquest a surgeon reported that the
autopsy had revealed "a quantity of extravasated Blood under the Dura mater and
the Dura mater and the vessels of the Pia Mater and Brain were turgid with Blood."
On 17 December one James Flinn, a paviour, confessed under oath before Sir John
Fielding that on the Sunday before the election he had been paid a guinea to join a
mob of25 men hired to cause the riot at Brentford. The coroner's jury found a verdict
of murder in Clarke's death. Two rioters subsequently were sentenced to be hanged,
but were respited [15].
In Spitalfields, part of Stepney, lived many silk weavers [16]. A group of them,
specialists in weaving silk handkerchiefs, gained the appellation of cutters, a term
applied to bullies, brawlers, and cutthroats, because of the repeated disturbances the
weavers provoked during the summer and fall of 1769. Claiming oppression by their
employers, the cutters organized to extort through the master weavers a "subscrip-
tion" of 6d. for each loom. One of the employers "that paid satisfactory prices,
insisted notwithstanding that his men should not belong to the subscription-society,
nor pay such six-pences, and armed his people to defend their looms against the
body" [17]. A bloody fight resulted. When the cutters next assembled, "they cut the
work out of upwards of 50 looms belonging to the said master-weaver, though by a
late act [of Parliament] it was made death to any rioters that should so destroy
looms" [17]. Following the nextassembly, fabrics were cut from more than a hundred
looms, and the residents ofSpitalfields were terrified by pistol shots during the night.
Early on the morning of Saturday, 16 September, fifty masked and armed cutters
broke into a house in Hoxton in pursuit of a weaver who had refused to join them.
For some weeks the cutters had been holding their assemblies on Saturday nights
at the Dolphin, an alehouse in the Parish of St. Matthew Bethnal Green. By now Sir
John Fielding had had quite enough of the disturbances. Warrants were issued for
the arrest of the leaders of the cutters, and on 23 September Fielding's clerk organ-
ized aparty ofpeace officers toapprehend the trouble makers. In support ofthe party
was a detachment of Guards from the barracks at the Savoy. The soldiers were under
the orders of the civilian leader ofthe peace officers-an interesting demonstration of
a magistrate's powers. Evidently a rough time was expected; one of the constables
testified later that ofapproximately thirty peace officers who set forth from Fielding's
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the cutters "were assembled, to collect contributions from their brethren, towards
supporting themselves in idleness, in order to distress their masters, and to oblige
them to advance their wages" [17].
A soldier who entered the upstairs meeting room of the cutters was shot dead.
Firing at once broke out on both sides, the patrons ofthe tap room taking what cover
they could. When the battle was over, three civilians were fatally injured, fourcutters
were captured, and the rest had escaped, apparently over the roof to adjoining
buildings. Two rioters later were sentenced to be hanged [14,17].
Inquests were held on the fatalities that resulted from the fray of30 September. All
three civilians who died had been in the taproom on the ground floor when they were
shot; two were weavers and the third, apparently, was a potboy. One ofthe weavers,
ironically, had once been a Guardsman; he might have survived the wound in hisjaw
had it not become infected. This victim died in London Hospital on 19 October.8
Another inquest in 1769 brought to the coroner's court as character witnesses some
of London's most distinguished figures. Giuseppe Marc' Antonio Baretti (identified
at the inquest as Joseph Baretti) was set upon by street ruffians on the evening of 6
October near the Haymarket after an altercation with two streetwalkers. Not surpris-
ingly, the depositions were partly contradictory, but it appeared that Baretti, a well
known Italian writer then living in London, after repeated provocation drew a small
knife and stabbed two of his attackers.
Baretti was taken before Sir John Fielding, who committed him to Tothill Fields
Bridewell. By 9 October one of the injured men, Evan Morgan, had died of his
wounds in Middlesex Hospital.9 The coroner's inquest met on the afternoon of 10
October, sitting until 10 P.M., when the court was adjourned to the following day. The
second session was remarkable because of the array of witnesses who testified to
Baretti's good character: Sir Joshua Reynolds, who had painted the Italian's portrait,
Dr. Samuel Johnson, Mr. William Fitzherbert, a friend ofJohnson, Edmund Burke,
David Garrick, the sculptor Joseph Wilton, Dr. Oliver Goldsmith, and Bennet
Langton, the scholar. The jury returned a verdict of manslaughter and Baretti was
admitted to bail. Soon afterward he came to trial at the Old Bailey. Much evidence
was presented on his behalf, his distinguished friends again appeared to attest to his
excellent character, and the jury quickly acquitted him [17,18].
A number of inquests dealt with the fatal abuse of children. Abraham was the
small son of William Blackbury, "a pretender to yepractise ofPhysick; haveinglately
fallen to decay: and that hee could make a cure ofseverall diseases & ease foryeGout
& other distempers." At 8 P.M. on Christmas Day, 1674, the child was seen to be in
good health. The next morning he was dead. The parish searchers [19] found the
body "strangely discolour'd and battered in the face, & yt the belly and Codd
[scrotum] were very much swell'd ... the skin was stript ofthe belly and fingers." The
outcome of the inquest on 29 December 1674 is not recorded.
Older children who suffered were apprentices, the victims of savage masters and
mistresses. The ages, when recorded, of the two boys and seven girls in this group
ranged from ten to sixteen years. It is likelythat otheryoung people died from neglect
and violence but that their deaths did not come to inquest. Fifteen-year-old Elizabeth
Hanson was a lively, healthy girl when she came to live in the Morgan household in
June 1772, having been bound as an apprentice silk winder to Mistress Morgan. At
8The cutters were not through yet. In another battle with the military on the night of 5 October, five rioters were
killed and many were wounded [17].
9The date of death is nowhere recorded.
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first she was treated well, but then abuse began. "Both the Master and Mistress Beat
her a great many times But never with an unlawfull Weapon only with their Hands
and a rattan. That they Beat her about the Head." The girl intermittently was locked
in her room or tied for hours to the wall, and she was starved. She eagerly ate a raw
turnip or parsnip when a kind neighbor could provide one. In March she died. The
parish searcher'0 saw bruises and emaciation. "Mrs. Morgan Desired Informant [the
searcher] to Sit down and Eat some Bread and Cheese and Said She would Send for a
Pot of Beer and Desired Informant not to take any notice of it for if She Did She
Mrs. Morgan would be ruined." The husband asked the visitor to sign a note "as
Searcher that the Deceased Died of a ffever." The autopsy showed bruises and a
rupture of the left kidney "probably Owing to a Blow or a Kick." The outcome ofthe
Morgans' trial at the April Sessions is not recorded.
Occasional depositions at inquests regarding clinical histories and postmortem
findings were of unusual interest. Fatal infections ("mortification" or "gangrene")
following relatively minor injuries were, as previously mentioned, not uncommon. A
man, for example, was seen at the Middlesex Hospital as an outpatient on 23 August
1765 with a "slight" wound, received in a fight, on the back of his head. After "2 or 3
days The wound had not so good an Aspect-upon wch he was admitted into the
House." At first he "walk'd about his Ward but afterw dsgrew Feverish w chwas tho.t
to be owing to the Foul Air in this House w.ch is often the case & is called the Hosp.1
Fever of w.ch many have died who have been bro.t in for very slight accidents." The
patient succumbed on 8 September.
In August 1760 a man received an injury on the left side ofthe occipital bone from
a blow. At first he progressed well, said his surgeon,
without any bad symptom attending 'till the Friday following, at which time
the above person was seized with an Epileptic fit, which was succeeded by a
Stupor, a Universal numbness and Tremor of his Arms & hands, which
Symptoms gave room to suspect a Concussion ofthe Brain with a rupture of
some of the principal vessels ofthe same. On the 29th the Trepan was set on
the Scull from whence Issued a large quantity of Extravasated blood.
The patient died a few days later. The autopsy revealed "the vessels of the Pia mater
distended very large and many of them ruptured as also of the Dura mater, with a
large quantity of putrefied matter on the Cerebellum between the lobes of the
Cerebrum and in my Opinion the contus'd wound was the Cause of his death."
The inquests shed other light on surgical practice. Inguinal hernia, a problem
understood by well trained doctors in the latter part of the eighteenth century, was
carefully described." In May 1768 a workman came to St. George's Hospital for
treatment eight days after being kicked in the abdomen by a fellow laborer. The
patient had a swelling "from the Intestine having fallen into the Scrotum." Postmor-
tem examination the next day showed that "the Rupture was the cause of his Death,
that part of the Intestine which was without the Abdomen being mortified." The
surgeon added that proper attention promptly after the injury was received might
have saved the patient's life. Two very similar cases were reported in January 1770.
In reviewing these inquests into 377 deaths, nearly all of them homicides, one is
impressed by the uneven quality ofthe coroners' investigations, at least as reflected by
the documentary record. It was, as it is, the obligation ofthe coroner to determine the
'°Old women employed by the parish to examine a corpse, determine the cause ofdeath, and report the cause to the
parish clerk. Searchers are mentioned in the depositions for at least seven other inquests [19].
"John Hunter's classic paper on the descent of the human testis and inguinal hernia had appeared in 1762 [20].
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circumstances of death. His pursuit of the truth in these cases ranged from perfunc-
tory to penetrating and thorough. In part, this reflected the capability and energy of
the coroner. His efforts in many cases also seemed to relate to whether the circum-
stances ofaviolent death appeared simple orcomplicated and whether public interest
and indignation had been aroused.
As indicated in Table 1, the medicolegal autopsy ceased about 1750 to be an
exceptional source of information at London inquests. Very slowly the concept was
developing that the medical cause, as distinguished from the circumstances, ofviolent
or suspicious death should regularly be reported at an inquest and that this essential
information could in most cases be derived only from a postmortem examination.
The occasional performance of autopsies by some of London's leading surgeons
[2,4,1 1] no doubt gave emphasis to this new idea.12 In addition, it became not unusual
for doctors and apothecaries to present to the coroner and his court summaries ofthe
recent clinical histories of some persons whose deaths came to inquest. Here again
significant medical information might be added to the circumstantial accounts oflay
witnesses. Sometimes, indeed, the verdict of the coroner'sjury seemed to hang on the
testimony of the medical witness. Slowly and belatedly, his contribution to the
inquest was coming to be recognized as indispensable.
121 hope to describe elsewhere medicolegal reports by Sir Astley Cooper, Sir William Blizard, William Charles
Wells, and others.
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